Cover Design: Carlos Adrián Lay Trigo y Sarahí Lay Trigo.
Cover Photo: Mercedes González de la Rocha.
Typesetting: Sarahí Lay Trigo.

2

Project “Farmworkers in Mexico’s Export Agriculture”
Jornaleros en la Agricultura Mexicana de Exportación
Agustín Escobar Latapí
Director

Mercedes González de la Rocha
Ethnographic Area Coordinator

Omar Stabridis Arana

Quantitative Area Coordinator

Luz Emilia Lara y Bretón

Field and Cabinet Researcher

Elisa Alejandra Martínez Rubio
Field and Cabinet Researcher

Diana Haidé López López

Field and Cabinet Researcher

Michelle Judd de la Luz

Field and Cabinet Researcher

Sarahí Lay Trigo

Researcher and Head of Dissemination

Regional Notebook Series 1
Agricultural Change, Population, and Labor in the Zapotlán Valley
Elisa Alejandra Martínez Rubio y Michelle Judd de la Luz
Our regional studies series analyzes interactions between agricultural development and social
dynamics in specific Mexican regions.
The Regional Notebook Series has been made possible by generous grants from the
Howard G. Buffett Foundation and the Walmart Foundation.
The findings, conclusions and recommendations presented in this report are those of the author(s) alone, and
do not necessarily reflect the opinions of either Foundation.

2021

3

4

Index
Agricultural Change, Population, and Labor in the Zapotlán Valley 7
Introduction 7
Population Growth and Migration 9
From Corn to Berries 21
Employment Structure and Economic Change 28
Social Security and Health Services 31
Industrial Export Agriculture, Poverty, and Social Welfare 37
Conclusions 41
References 43
Appendix 46

5

6

Agricultural Change, Population, and Labor in the Zapotlán Valley
Elisa Alejandra Martínez Rubio
Michelle Judd de la Luz
Introduction
The concept of region is characterized by multiplicity and change. Among the diverse elements that
contribute to configuring a specific geographic space into a region are the productive systems that
serve as linkages to define and organize it (De la Peña, 1999). In the Zapotlán Valley, located in the
heart of the southern region of Jalisco,1 the productive system has been structured around agricultural
activity. In “Agricultural Evolution and Regional Power in Southern Jalisco” (“Evolución agrícola y poder
regional en el sur de Jalisco,” 1980), Guillermo de la Peña describes how the role of agriculture has
been fundamental to the economic development of the region since the seventeenth century, when the
haciendas provided the region with an internal market that allowed for its organization and development.
Because of their economic and social importance, the haciendas also generated relationships in other
areas. De la Peña defines these relationships as “dynamic nuclei of production,” which offered the
needed products and services for the territory’s major economic activities. 2
In southern Jalisco, space was organized by the hacienda system through the mid-twentieth
century, until it was replaced by an agroindustrial model dedicated to the production of sorghum, corn,
and sugar cane (De la Peña, 1980; Escobar and González de la Rocha, 1988). The change in agricultural
production was a consequence of the social and economic transformations in Mexico at the time,
including the end of the Revolution and the Cristero War, land reform, the creation of new transportation
networks, the consolidation of the state, and the integration of a national market. In the Zapotlán Valley
these changes reduced the options for agriculture to seasonal corn and vegetables planted at the foot of
the lake (De la Peña, 1980; Escobar and González de la Rocha, 1988), resulting in economic stagnation.
Years later, the situation changed with the introduction of hybrid varieties of corn and sorghum that
adapted to the soil3 and allowed for investment in fodder and sugar cane (De la Peña, 1980). These
1

The Zapotlán Valley is bounded by the Tigre and Tapalpa sierras, the Colima volcanos, the basins that form the Tuxpan River,
and the Sayula Basin (De la Peña, 1980; Escobar and González de la Rocha, 1988). This geographic space includes the municipalities
of Gómez Farías and Zapotlán el Grande. Southern Jalisco is made up of “the Sayula Basin and the Zapotlán Valley, the Tapalpa and
Tigre Sierras, and various communicating basins, flanked by the Tigre mountains and the Colima vocanos, that is located southwest of
Zapotlán and northeast of the state of Colima” (De la Peña, 1980, p. 40).
2
An example of the dynamic nuclei of production are the sugar mills and mines that supplied the hacienda system in the nineteenth century (De la Peña, 1980). As De la Peña explains, the mills “provided stimulus for the sugar plantations, the production of food
for the sugar workers, the construction of roads for transporting the cane, the breeding of draft animals, the collection of firewood for
the cauldrons, the forging of cauldrons, the collection of mesquite wood to make plows, the forging of agricultural implements” (1980,
p. 48).
3
De la Peña explains that because of its climate and soil type, the Zapotlán Valley is less conducive to agriculture than other parts
of the region: “its soils (brown, reddish brown, Chernozem) are less rich or deep than the agricultural area of the Sayula Basin: they have
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were the characteristic crops in the Zapotlán Valley until a decade ago. In recent years they have been
displaced by an agroindustrial model dedicated to the production of berries and avocados for export.
The recent development of an agricultural export industry has affected not only agriculture
itself, but also other aspects of society and the economy, generating new relationships and ways of
organizing the geographical space. According to De la Peña (1980), prolonged agricultural use of a
territory can become a project that configures the space as a region. In this article, we argue that
the export agriculture that has developed in the Zapotlán Valley in recent decades is the basis for
its definition as a microregion. This model has favored socioeconomic changes that are reflected
in the population structure, in labor migration, in the structure of employment, in access to social
security, and in the indexes of poverty. We analyze from a regional perspective the social change that
has been produced by the development of export agriculture in the Zapotlán Valley. We use census
data and databases that allow us to compare the years before and after its development. It should be
emphasized that a more complete future analysis will have to include the results of the 2020 Census
of Population and Housing of the National Institute of Statistics, Geography, and Informatics (Instituto
Nacional de Estadística, Geografía e Informática, INEGI), since this industry only began ten years ago.
We also include ethnographic data collected during two periods of fieldwork in southern Jalisco,4 which
complements the census data and allows us to make comparisons.
The first section analyzes the demographic dynamics of the Zapotlán Valley, which show a
clear increase in the population of economically productive age groups. It also presents information
concerning migration and the indigenous population of the region. Section 2 focuses on the agricultural
changes and describes the transformation in crops and production. These data show a clear decrease
in the production of traditional crops, with ever greater production of berries and avocados. A section on
employment structure and economic change provides data on the distribution of the working population,
which shows a clear increase in primary sector workers. This section also analyzes enrollment in social
security by economic sector. The final section presents a comparative analysis of the 2010 and 2015
CONEVAL indices of multidimensional poverty, where we describe the impact of export agriculture in
the Zapotlán Valley during the past ten years. Its effects on various socioeconomic characteristics
of the municipalities in the valley allow us to argue that industrial export agriculture is a project that
organizes the space and configures it as a microregion.

less nitrogen, phosphorous, and magnesium. They are also much more permeable, with a high clay content, and their usual base of quartz
contains fissures through which the water drains to deep levels” (1980, p. 42).
4
The fieldwork was conducted for the project “Farm Labor and Mexico’s Produce Industry,” directed by Dr. Agustín Escobar
Latapí in collaboration with the Center for Research and Higher Education in Social Anthropology (Centro de Investigaciones y Estudios
Superiores en Antropología Social, CIESAS), Western Campus, and the Wilson Center. The first ethnographic fieldwork period was
January-July 2019; the second was carried out during the month of July 2020 in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic. Both periods
included interviews with agricultural workers, personnel from the berry companies, and important social actors in the community.
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Population Growth and Migration
The Zapotlán Valley has an area of 639.18 square kilometers, divided into two municipalities: Zapotlán
el Grande with 295.29 square kilometers and Gómez Farías with 343.89 square kilometers (INEGI,
2015). Zapotlán el Grande has 52 localities, and the municipal seat is Ciudad Guzmán.5 Gómez Farías
has 19 localities, and its municipal seat is San Sebastián del Sur. The land use in Zapotlán is mostly
agricultural: 48.5% of its total area. Gómez Farías is 55.4% forest and 34.3% is devoted to agricultural
use (IIEG, 2019a and 2019b). Although a large part of the area is used for agriculture, recent decades
have seen growing urbanization driven by real estate development following the 1985 earthquake in
Ciudad Guzmán (Cabrales, 1997). Since then the urban population of the valley has increased and the
rural population has decreased, mainly in the municipality of Gómez Farías. In Zapotlán el Grande the
urban population has been nearly constant, with a decrease of one percentage point from 2000 to 2010.

Source: 10th General Census of Population and Housing, 1980; 11th General Census of Population and Housing, 1990; 12th
General Census of Population and Housing, 2000; and Census of Population and Housing, 2010.

The urbanization process has been accompanied by a significant increase in population. From 1980 to
2015 the population of the Zapotlán Valley increased by 64%: 34% in Gómez Farías and 69% in Zapotlán
el Grande. This increase is seen in the population density: from 1980 to 2015 the density in Gómez
Farías increased from 30.87 to 40.4 inhabitants per square kilometer; in the same period the density of
Zapotlán el Grande increased from 211.15 to 385.47 inhabitants per square kilometer.
5

In 1856 the name of the municipality of Zapotlán el Grande was changed to Ciudad Guzmán (De la Peña, 1980). In 1997 the
name was changed back, and the municipal seat kept the name of Ciudad Guzmán.
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Source: 10th General Census of Population and Housing, 1980; 11th General Census of Population and Housing, 1990; 12th
General Census of Population and Housing, 2000; Census of Population and Housing, 2010; 2015 Intercensal Survey, INEGI.

In 2015 the Valley had a total population of 119,701, 58,025 male and 61,676 female, with the
majority concentrated in Ciudad Guzmán, with 100,127 inhabitants, according to INEGI (2015). This
concentration in Ciudad Guzmán is the result of the economic development of recent decades. The
city has become one of the major cities in the state of Jalisco: by 1995 it had become the third-largest
city (Cabrales, 1997, p. 324). Macías (2004) calls it one of the state’s medium-sized cities, on a par with
Puerto Vallarta, Lagos de Moreno, Tepatitlán, and Ocotlán. All of these are distinguished from other
urban centers by their economic and commercial growth in the past few decades. Ciudad Guzmán has
acquired importance in large part because of its strategic geographic position, which connects Jalisco
with the neighboring state of Colima, which hosts one of the country’s major ports. Although Zapotlán
el Grande is characterized by its urban and commercial growth, agriculture continues to be one of the
main economic activities of the microregion.
The demographic growth of the past decade has been not only an effect of urban development,
but also of the recent emergence of the agricultural export industry of fruits and vegetables. This type
of productive development usually attracts labor from other places at the same time that it creates
jobs for local workers. The population growth of a municipality not growing fruits and vegetables,
in a region still devoted to traditional agriculture, is much less than that in the municipalities of the
Valley. One example is Amacueca, 51.9 km from the municipal seat of Zapotlán el Grande, in which the
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population increased only 15% from 1980 to 2015, a much lower rate of growth than in municipalities
that are growing fruits and vegetables. In Tepatitlán de Morelos, however, whose municipal seat is also
described by Macías (2004) as one of the state’s medium-sized cities, the rate is greater than in the
municipalities of the Valley: from 1980 to 2015, it grew by 80%, 66% more than Amacueca and 11%
more than Zapotlán el Grande. The dairy, poultry, and textile industries in Tepatitlán have been in the
region longer than the fruit and vegetable industry of southern Jalisco, a sign that the agroindustrial
or industrial productive systems developed under the economic model of clusters,6 like poultry and
textiles, have the effect of increasing the population.
The age and sex distribution in the region has also changed in recent decades. In 2010 there
was a marked increase in the population in economically productive age groups, especially aged 20-24
and 25-29, as seen clearly in the population pyramids from 1990 to 2015 (Figures 1, 2, 3, and 4). In this
period the bases of the pyramids narrowed and the centers and apexes widened.
Figure 1. Population pyramid by percentage for the Zapotlán Valley microregion, 1990
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6
Alejandro Macías (2003) returns to Michael Porter’s (1999) concept of “clusters,” defined as a conglomerate of companies
and institutions in related, interconnected sectors that are characterized by cooperation and competition in pursuit of greater levels of
development and economic growth within a specific geographic space. These companies and institutions must be capable of incentivizing
an intense local competition through the supply of goods and services to other industries, as well as the constant stimulation of innovation
and the generation of mature and exacting local demand (Macías, 2003, pp. 94-95). According to Macías, there were five clusters in
Zapotlán el Grande at the beginning of the twentieth century: dairy, lumber, corn, tourism, and medical services.
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Figure 4. Population pyramid by percentage for the Zapotlán Valley microregion, 2015
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As can be seen in these figures, the 1990 population pyramid is progressive, with a wide base that
narrows in the older groups. The 2015 pyramid, however, begins to take the form of a rhombus. In 1990
the population was predominantly young, with a high proportion of children and adolescents, the product
of high birth and death rates. In 2015, there was a decline in these age groups, with a notable increase
in the population of older adults. The dependence index,7 the ratio between the inactive population
(defined as people younger than 15 or older than 64) and the theoretically active population, was 78%
in 1990, but had fallen to 52% in 2015. Although not all of the inactive persons were outside the labor
market,8 this indicator allows us to see an increase or decrease over time. Even though the dependence
index decreased from 1990 to 2015, the population aged 65 and older increased, a dynamic that can
be seen in the composite pyramid that compares data from 1990 to 2015 (Figure 5), where the bars
representing older adults are widened.
7

The dependence index or ratio “measures the population in ‘theoretically’ inactive ages relative to the population in ‘theoretically’
active ages” (CEPAL/CELADE – Fondo Indígena, 2007). The calculation is made by dividing the total population aged 0-14 or 65 and
older by the total population aged 15-64, and multiplying by 100. This index expresses a potential relationship of dependence, since not
all of those defined as economically inactive are actually outside the labor market. Indeed, there are cultures and communities in which
family labor is part of social reproduction.
8
For example, child labor was previously common in the agricultural sector. The industrial export agriculture in the region now
prohibits the hiring of minors, but it also employs workers older than 65, which was not previously a practice (Escobar, Martin, and
Stabridis, 2019).
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From 1990 to 2015 the proportion of persons older than 60 increased from 7% to 10%. The rate of
aging9, which describes the ratio of older adults to children and young people, shows a notable increase
in the older population. In 1990 it was 19%, meaning that for every 100 persons younger than 15 there
were 19 adults older than 60; this figure doubled by 2015 to 41%.
Figure 5. Population pyramid based on percentages for Valle de Zapotlán, 1990–2015

Figure 2. Population pyramid based on percentages for Valle de
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the 11th General Census of Population and Housing (1990) and the 2015 Intercensal Survey, INEGI.

The decline in children and adolescents is a more accelerated process than the increase in older adults,
a result of the decline in fertility on a national level as a consequence of the demographic transition.10
This decline is corroborated by an analysis of the total fertility rate for women in the Zapotlán Valley,11
which was 3.6 in 1990 and declined to 2.1 by 2015.12 The age ranges 20-24 and 25-29 were those with
9

The rate of aging is calculated by dividing the population older than 60 by the population aged 0-14 and multiplying by 100.
This process refers to the demographic change in which birth and death rates decline. In Mexico the first phase was from 1945
to 1960, a period in which death rates declined but birth rates increased. The second phase began in 1970 with the decline in fertility. The
third phase is a convergence of birth and death rates; it is projected to take place in the second half of the twenty-first century (Partida,
2005).
11
The total fertility rate is the average number of children a woman will have during her reproductive life.
12
The 1990 total fertility rate was obtained from data from the 11th General Census of Population and Housing (1990). The 2015
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the greatest increase in the last decade, which suggests changes in the patterns of migration. The state
of Jalisco has had a strong tradition of migration to the United States since the first half of the twentieth
century. The 2010 index of migratory intensity of the National Population Council (Consejo Nacional
de Población, CONAPO),13 classifies the state as high intensity; it is above the national average for the
four indicators used by CONAPO. Migration became a highly important phenomenon in the second half
of the twentieth century, a consequence of the lack of employment opportunities in the region (De la
Peña, 1980). An analysis of the number of persons living outside the state or country for five years prior
to each census confirms the persistence of this dynamic of migration (Table 3).

* Of the total number of persons resident outside the state, 125 lived in another state, 184 lived in the U.S., and one lived in
another country.
** Of the total number of persons resident outside the state, 1,745 lived in another state, 1,050 lived in the U.S., and 46 lived in
another country.
Source: Authors’ elaboration using data from the 11th General Census of Population and Housing (1990), 12th General Census
of Population and Housing (2000), 2010 Census of Population and Housing, and the 2015 Intercensal Survey, INEGI.

Data from the 2010 census are sufficiently disaggregated to determine the number of people who
lived in the U.S. five years before. Of the 310 persons in Gómez Farías who lived then in another state
or country, 184 lived in the U.S.; of the 2,841 in Zapotlán el Grande, 1,050 lived in the U.S. From 2010
to 2015, the number of residents of Gómez Farías living outside the state or country declined by 25%,
rate was calculated by adding the specific fertility rates of five-year age ranges for women aged 15-49, multiplied by five, for women
usually residing in the municipalities of Gómez Farías and Zapotlán el Grande. This calculation was based on the definition of the United
Nations Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean and the Centro Latinoamericano y Caribeño de Demografía.
13
CONAPO’s index of migratory intensity “considers the demographic and socioeconomic dimensions of international
migration, and is a summary measurement that allows for the differentiation between the country’s states and municipalities according
to the intensity of different modalities of migration to the U.S. and the receipt of remittances” (CONAPO, 2010, p. 27). The estimation
of the indices published in 2010 was carried out based on a sample of ten percent of the 2010 Census of Population and Housing,
using information from the extended questionnaire. The unit of analysis is the household, and four characteristics are considered:
households that receive remittances, households with emigrants to the U.S. during 2005-2010, households with emigrants to the U.S.
who also returned to Mexico during that same period and continued to live there until the day they were counted (circular migrants),
and households with migrants who lived in the U.S. in 2005 but returned to Mexico before the 2010 census was taken (return migrants)
(CONAPO, 2010).
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which could be related to the development of export agriculture and the new sources of employment
it has generated in the region in recent years. Previously, the main employment options were in the
commercial cultivation of sugar cane, corn, and tomatoes, all of which were characterized by low
wages, casual employment, and informal hiring. Men chose to migrate in search of other jobs, as in the
case of Carlos:
Carlos is a 45-year-old farmworker currently employed as a security guard, fumigator, and picker
in one of the berry fields in the region. He began working at the age of 15 as a casual worker
growing tomatoes in Sayula. When he formed his own household and increased the number of
his dependents, the wages he earned in the tomato fields were not enough to pay his household
expenses. Worries about having enough food and the long workdays in the fields caused serious
family problems. For this reason, in 2006 Carlos decided to look for a better job in the U.S. There
he worked as a gardener and cleaner. A year after he went to the U.S., Carlos made a visit to
Jalisco and learned that people were being hired to work in the berry fields that had recently begun
to operate in the region. Since then he has worked in different companies dedicated to this crop.
This job has provided him with better wages and working conditions than previous jobs, including
in the U.S. With the wages Carlos earns in the berry fields he has been able to support his family
without having to leave the region. (Case study of Carlos, compiled by Michelle Judd)

The phenomenon of migration is directly related to the employment opportunities available in an area.
When there are few employment options, people leave their homes to look for other sources of income,
reducing the availability of labor. However, when an area has an economic activity with a significant
need for labor and that offers better wages, there is migration to that place, as is the case in southern
Jalisco.
The berry and avocado crops in southern Jalisco have become an employment option for the
people of the region. As a new option in the agricultural labor market, its development could play a role
in reducing migration to the U.S. The difference between the CONAPO index of migratory intensity in
2000 and in 2010 suggests an important reduction in migration from the Zapotlán Valley to the U.S. This
index measures the number of households that receive remittances and those that report emigrants to
the U.S., circular immigrants, and return immigrants. It shows that the degree of migratory intensity has
remained steady in Gómez Farías, where it is medium-level, and in Zapotlán el Grande, where it is low.14
However, all of the indicators have declined except return migration, which has increased. In Gómez
Farías the indicators with the greatest decrease are households with emigrants to the U.S., which fell
from 8.32% to 4.60%, and circular migrants, which fell from 2.24% to 0.42%. In Zapotlán el Grande the
percentage of households with emigrants to the U.S. showed a greater decrease, a reduction of 4.82
percentage points. These figures mean that fewer people are leaving for the U.S. and more are returning
to their places of origin. The reduction in migration allows us to posit that jobs growing berries and
avocados are retaining local labor, though we also cannot overlook other factors affecting migration,
such as increased prison terms, greater border vigilance, and the presence of organized crime.
14

The degrees of migratory intensity in the muncipalities of the Valley are also a reflection of the greater opportunities for
employment in Zapotlán el Grande, given its urban development.
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Total number of households in the political-administrative unit; may be greater than or equal to the denominator used for the
calculation of each indicator.
Source: Authors’ elaboration using data from the 2000 CONAPO Index of Mexico-U.S. Migration and the indexes by state and
municipality of the Consejo Nacional de Población.
1

Export agriculture has not only had an impact on migration from Mexico to the U.S.; it has also generated
new currents of internal migration. The literature on agricultural markets has demonstrated that regions
with significant industrial agriculture receive a large number of farmworkers every season from other
parts of the country (Lara, 2006 and 2012; Rojas, 2017; Sánchez 2001). The Zapotlán Valley is no
exception, as noted by Escobar, Martin, and Stabridis (2019). During the harvest, workers arrive in this
region from other parts of the country, mainly from Chiapas, Guerrero, Oaxaca, Tabasco, and Veracruz.
This dynamic is visible in the CONAPO data (2017) for the category of municipal migration.15 In 19952000, Zapotlán el Grande had a high level of emigration. By 2005-2010 it was in a state of equilibrium,
with emigrants leaving and people arriving from other parts of the country. Gómez Farías, however,
went from a medium to a high level of emigration, first, because most of the housing for temporary
agricultural workers is located in Ciudad Guzmán, and second, because the expansion of the berry fields
arrived there later. Data from the Agriculture and Fishery Information Service (Servicio de Información
Agroalimentaria y Pesquera, SIAP) show that in 2011 only two hectares of blueberries were planted
there; it was not until 2015 that the area dedicated to this crop began to increase. With these data we
suggest that the development of export agriculture has affected migration in this region. It has become
a new source of employment, one that has reduced migration to the U.S., and it has also generated a
dynamic of labor migration that is attracting young people at economically productive ages to work in
the berry fields and avocado groves. The growth of this labor market explains the increased numbers
in productive age groups: young people from the area stay to work in the region, and men and women
arrive from other states to work in the Zapotlán Valley.
15

These data reflect the dynamics of internal migration in Mexico.
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Among the latter are the workers who come from the foothills of Guerrero. In their testimonies these
workers say that the main economic activity in their communities is agriculture: the planting of corn,
beans, squash, and chickpeas, mainly for their own consumption. They plant their own fields and
sometimes “rent” themselves as laborers for a wage that varies from 80 to 120 pesos a day. The lack
of employment and low wages force them to migrate to the U.S. or to other states in Mexico in search
of subsistence. Among the states they migrate to are Sonora, Sinaloa, Baja California, and Michoacán,
where they work at temporary jobs in the cultivation of tomatoes, grapes, and chiles. A little more than
five years ago they also began to migrate to Zapotlán el Grande to work in the berry fields. In recent
years, berries and tomatoes have become one of the major sources of employment for people from
these communities. One farm worker says that in his town “half go to Sinaloa and the other half come
to Jalisco” (Interview with Ramiro, 18 July 2020). Among the many cases is Alberto, who migrated from
Guerrero to Ciudad Guzmán in 2016:
Alberto is a young man, 25 years of age, from Pantitlán, a small town in the foothills of Guerrero.
When he was very young he began work in the family’s field and as a laborer in the corn fields. After
much sacrifice he finished high school and entered a technical training program in Chilpancingo in
the hope of finding better employment opportunities.
		
To pay for his studies Alberto worked at a convenience store and in a tortilla shop, jobs
where he earned a weekly wage of 800 pesos. When he finished he worked in different auto shops,
earning a weekly wage of 1200 pesos. He had no formal contract or benefits in any of these jobs.
In 2016, when he was 21, an uncle invited him to work in the berry fields in southern Jalisco.
Together with 11 others from Pantitlán—including his uncle, his girlfriend, his sister-in-law, and five
cousins—he traveled to Zapotlán el Grande. Since then, he has worked for the same company, and
he returns to Guerrero only to visit family and friends. He says he has better wages and benefits in
Zapotlán el Grande, which would be difficult to find in Guerrero. (Case study of Alberto, compiled
by Elisa Martínez)

The testimonies of the farm workers arriving in Jalisco make constant reference to the lack of
employment options and the low wages in their communities of origin. The situation is more critical
for women, whose only options are working in the family field or in the home. The fields of Jalisco have
become one of the destination points on the migratory routes of farm workers, and a better option
even than other areas dedicated to export agriculture, like the tomato fields of Sinaloa or the vineyards
of Sonora. Many of the farm workers who previously migrated to fields in the north or in the U.S. now
choose to stay and work in the Zapotlán Valley.
The agricultural workers arriving from other states include those from indigenous groups
(Escobar, Martin, and Stabridis, 2019). According to the National Commission for the Development
of Indigenous Peoples (Comisión Nacional para el Desarrollo de los Pueblos Indígenas),16 in 2015
16
Data for the indigenous population are obtained using the methodology of the System of Information and Indicators for the
Indigenous Population of Mexico of the CDI, which is based on “identification of the indigenous household and the quantification of the
population based on the number of household members” (CDI, 2016). “The concept of the indigenous household is defined as one where
the head of the household, spouse, mother, father, stepmother, stepfather, grandfather, grandmother, great-grandfather, great-grandmother, great-great-grandfather, great-great-grandmother, father-in-law, or mother-in-law indicates that they speak an indigenous language. All of the household members are counted as indigenous even if they do not speak an indigenous language. To supplement the
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0.4% of the population of the Zapotlán Valley were indigenous people aged five years or older. This
figure corresponded to 463 people, 67 in Gómez Farías and 396 in Zapotlán el Grande. The majority of
indigenous people were in the age range of 15 to 64 years, that is, in the economically productive age
group. We interpret these data to mean that part of this population is not originally from the area, but
consists of people who have come from other parts of the country to work in the region.

Source: Authors’ elaboration using data from Socioeconomic Indicators for the Indigenous Peoples of Mexico,
National Commission for the Development of Indigenous Peoples, which uses the System of Information and
Indicators for the Indigenous Population of Mexico, and data from the 2015 Intercensal Survey, INEGI.

This interpretation is supported by an analysis of the total indigenous population born in the state.
Only 66.3% is originally from Jalisco; 33.7% were born in other states. The 2015 data regarding places
of residence show that five years before, 10% of the indigenous population of the Valley had lived in
another state. There is thus a migratory dynamic in the population of indigenous households in the
region.
This dynamic can also be seen in the number of speakers of indigenous languages, especially in
Gómez Farías. In 2015, there were 183 in the Zapotlán Valley, 32 in Gómez Farías and 151 in Zapotlán
el Grande. These numbers increased in both municipalities in 1995-2000, and then decreased, but in
2010-2015 there was again an increase in Gómez Farías, from 5 to 32.

quantification of the indigenous population in indigenous households, the number of speakers of indigenous languages that do not form
part of these households is added” (CDI, 2016).
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Source: Authors’ elaboration using data from Socioeconomic Indicators for the Indigenous Peoples of Mexico, National
Commission for the Development of Indigenous Peoples, which uses the System of Information and Indicators for the Indigenous
Population of Mexico, and data from the 2015 Intercensal Survey, INEGI.

The data for 2015 were taken from the Socioeconomic Indicators for the Indigenous Peoples of Mexico, National Commission
for the Development of Indigenous Peoples, 2016. The 2015 INEGI Sociodemographic Panorama indicates that data for these
two municipalities is not available for lack of a sufficient sample.
Source: Authors’ elaboration with data from the 1995 Population and Housing Count, 2000 General Census of Population and
Housing, 2005 Population and Housing Count, and 2010 Census of Population and Housing, INEGI; and the Socioeconomic
Indicators for the Indigenous Peoples of Mexico, National Commission for the Development of Indigenous Peoples, 2016.
1

These changes in the distribution of the population lead us to argue that the past decade has been a
watershed in the demographic dynamics of the Zapotlán Valley. Although the decline in fertility and
the increase in population of older adults are part of the process of demographic transition, the growth
in economically productive age groups and in the overall population testify to the development of
productive activities and the change in the region’s migration trends. On the one hand, the proportion
of persons leaving their homes to look for better opportunities in the U.S. has decreased. Although this
decrease is a response to diverse factors, one of these is the improved options for employment in the
region, among them industrial export agriculture as a source of jobs for women and men. On the other
hand, work in the berry and avocado fields has promoted the transformation of the Zapotlán Valley into
one of the employment destinations on the migratory routes of agricultural workers. Its importance as
an economic activity and in the labor market leads us to conclude that it has played an important role
in the demographic dynamics of the past decade, and that changes in the patterns of cultivation have
affected other economic and social characteristics of the region.
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From Corn to Berries
The Zapotlán Valley is in Irrigation District 094 in the hydrological administrative region of LermaSantiago-Pacífico. During the agricultural year 2017-2018 this district supplied water to a total area
of 21,850 hectares, of which 14,319 were irrigated surface for agricultural use (CONAGUA, 2019). The
available hydrological basins in the valley are the Quito basin, the Laguna de Zapotlán basin, and the
Laguna de Sayula basin.17 The largest volume of groundwater from the basins is for agricultural use.18
In 2015, 73.31% of the 330 users of groundwater in Zapotlán el Grande were agricultural, and 76.96%
of the 218 in Gómez Farías. These figures reflect the importance of agricultural activity in the region.
Zapotlán el Grande has one of the highest levels of agricultural participation, measured as the value
of its product, of any municipality in the state of Jalisco. In recent years, its participation has been
approximately 3%: 3.9% in 2016 and 2.9% in 2019. Although the percentage of participation declined
slightly in this period, the value of production has continued to increase: in 2019 it was 2.13 billion
pesos.

* The value of production is expressed in real values, based on 2018 pesos, according to the National Consumer Price Index.
Source: Authors’ elaboration with data from the Agriculture and Fishery Information Service (SIAP), from SIACON.

The increase in the value of production responds to a change in the patterns and types of crops.
Although this region has a long agricultural tradition, the volume of production and the value per hectare
harvested has increased considerably in the last ten years, with little change to the total area planted.
17
18

For geohydrographic file of the Zapotlán Valley, see appendix A.
For the uses of water in the Zapotlán Valley, see appendix B.
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This can clearly be seen in Tables 9 and 10, which show the evolution of agricultural production in each
of the municipalities of the Valley.

* The value of production is expressed in real values, based on 2018 pesos, according to the National Consumer Price Index.
Source: Authors’ elaboration with data for 2005-2009 from the Agriculture and Fishery Information Service (SIAP).

In the municipality of Gómez Farías the most notable increases in the value of production were in 2007,
2016, and 2019. In the latter year production increased by 54% over the previous year. However, the area
planted and harvested has increased little over the past 14 years. From 2005 to 2019, the area planted
increased only 18%, while the value per hectare increased by 361%. The increase in value is constant
from 2015, but it was in 2018 that it nearly doubled. These changes coincide with the expansion of
industrial agriculture dedicated to the cultivation of berries and avocados. Although the planting of
blueberries began here in 2011, it was not until 2015 that the area dedicated to this crop was extended.
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* The value of production is expressed in real values, based on 2018 pesos, according to the National Consumer Price Index.
** The increase in the volume of production this year reflects the production of strawberries in the region. The unit of this crop
is the plant, not the metric ton, as is the case for the other crops, because production is of the plants in greenhouses. In this
year there was also an increase in the area of sugar cane harvested of 216.86%, and an increase in the volume of production of
175.82%. However, the area planted in sugar cane is the same as reported for the previous year.
Source: Authors’ elaboration with data for 2005-2009 from the Agriculture and Fishery Information Service (SIAP).

In Zapotlán el Grande the largest increase in the value of production was in 2006, 2010, 2012, and 2016.
From 2005 to 2019 the value per hectare increased 846%, while the area planted decreased by 5,870
hectares. The agricultural data show that in 2012 circumstances favored constant growth in production
and value in subsequent years (see Figure 6). In this municipality the planting of berries began in 2010,
in an area of 26 hectares. It was not until 2012, however, that their cultivation began to be extended in
the region; since then their production has been increasing.
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* The value of production is expressed in real values, based on 2018 pesos, according to the National Consumer Price Index.
Source: Authors’ elaboration, based on agricultural production data, 2005-2019, Agriculture and Fishery Information Service
(SIAP).

Analysis of the crops planted during this period shows that the increase in production and the lack of
variation in the area planted is the result not only of the introduction of berries, but also of an increased
production of avocados. These two crops of high added value have displaced traditional crops, a
change reflected in a clear decrease in the amount of land devoted to traditional crops, and a resultant
decrease in the variety of crops planted.19
In 2005 the most important crops in Gómez Farías were agave, avocados, green alfalfa, fodder
oats, grasses, grain corn, and wheat. The municipality was dedicated mainly to the production of grains
and fodder. In 2010 there was a notable increase in the volume and value of grain corn: in the following
five years the volume increased by 171% and the value by 371%. The value of the avocado crop in that
period rose by 151%. The value of other crops remained steady or decreased as they lost importance
relative to corn and avocados. Although grain corn was still the crop with the largest number of hectares
planted, the total area devoted to this crop decreased from 2010 to 2019. In 2010-2015, the area planted
and volume of avocado production doubled, and the value of the crop increased by 5%; there was even
greater growth in 2015-2019, with a doubling of the area planted and a tripling of production. The
19

For a complete overview of agricultural development, see Appendices C and D.
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berries (blueberries, raspberries, and blackberries), which had not previously been grown, appeared in
2015 with 8 hectares planted, increasing to 95 hectares by 2019. The latter year produced 1032 metric
tons of berries, with a value of $32.71 million pesos. With an area planted and production volume much
less than that devoted to grain corn, the value of the berry crop was only $11.70 million pesos less.

* The value of production is expressed in real values, based on 2010 pesos, according to the National Consumer Price Index.
Source: Authors’ elaboration, based on agricultural production data, 2019, Agriculture and Fishery Information Service (SIAP).

These data show that the major crops in Gómez Farías are currently avocados, agave, grain corn, and
berries. The predominance of these products has displaced other crops. In the period 2015-2019, the
number of agricultural products fell from 24 to 15 (considering the three types of berries, blueberries,
raspberries, and blackberries, as a single product). Berry and avocado fields have expanded in the
municipality in these last five years. Sugar cane, chickpeas, and sorghum, which were traditional crops
in the region, were not planted in 2019. Oats, wheat, and tomatoes continue to be grown, but over a
much smaller area.
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* The value of production is expressed in real values, based on 2010 pesos, according to the National Consumer Price Index.
Source: Authors’ elaboration, based on agricultural production data, 2019, Agriculture and Fishery Information Service (SIAP).

The decrease in the variety of crops is even more dramatic in the municipality of Zapotlán el Grande.
From 2015 to 2019 agricultural producers stopped growing 16 crops (again considering the three types
of berries as a single product). In 2005, the major crops there were green alfalfa, sugar cane, grain
corn, grasses, grain sorghum, and tomatoes. In 2010 there was a slight increase in the production of
grasses and tomatoes, but the most significant changes were the increase in avocado production and
the introduction of strawberry plants. In those five years the production of avocados went from 240 to
9000 metric tons, and the value of the crop increased by $120.48 million pesos. This growth continued
in 2015, by which time the volume and production had nearly tripled over that of 2010. The cultivation
of green alfalfa, grain and fodder corn, grasses, and grain sorghum all declined. That same year there
were 900 hectares of land devoted to berry cultivation, with a value of $329.08 million pesos. By 2019
the area cultivated had tripled, mainly for raspberries, with a value of $1.025 billion pesos.
No sugar cane or wheat was planted in 2019, and neither were other products that had been
cultivated on small fields, such as broccoli, beets, onions, cilantro, beans, limes, cucumbers, and
tejocotes. The grain corn that had been the characteristic crop of the region was now limited to 150
hectares, with a production of 661.5 metric tons, valued at $2.18 million pesos. This was an extremely
important agricultural transformation. Apart from the change in products, the forms of cultivation had
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been replaced with a high-technology model of greenhouses and irrigation systems, which increased
production. The change is also evident in the landscape, which in recent years has turned white with
the use of the macrotunnel greenhouses where berries are grown. Figure 7 shows the decrease in
traditional crops, mainly grain and fodder corn, as well as the increase in berries and avocados in the
Zapotlán Valley.

* The value of production is expressed in real values, based on 2018 pesos, according to the National Consumer Price Index.
Source: Authors’ elaboration, based on agricultural production data, 2010 and 2019, Agriculture and Fishery Information Service
(SIAP), through the SIACON.

The value of avocado production has grown since 2011, and the value of berries since 2012. The growth
of avocados has been constant, with an acceleration in 2018; berries grew dramatically in 2018. The
lowest value for corn was the same year in which the production of berries took off. This leads us to
believe that corn was the crop most affected by this new value-added product, mainly in Zapotlán el
Grande. What were previously cornfields are now rented to large transnational companies that produce
berries.20 This change has been noted by diverse local sources. For example, the parish priest of the
Church of San Isidro in Ciudad Guzmán notes a reduction in recent years of the end-of-harvest blessings
that corn producers used to request: now “they rent their lands to foreign companies.” In addition to the
strong incentive to change crops, some producers say that it is more profitable to rent their lands than
to keep growing corn.
20

Information obtained in interviews with ejidatarios from Zapotlán el Grande, 14 July 2020.
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The change in agriculture has not only increased the value of production, but its great demand for labor
has also affected the structure of employment. Large groups of workers arrive in the harvest season to
pick berries, and the residents of the Valley join them. Along with the crop’s intense demand for workers,
these producers also have to comply with practices of social responsibility that include higher wages,
benefits, and decent working conditions. This is an important change in agricultural labor in Mexico,
which has been characterized by a lack of formal contracts or benefits, and bad working conditions
that have been documented by a large number of researchers (Lara, 2001; Arellano, 2014; RNJJA,
2019). The wages and working conditions offered by the berry industry in southern Jalisco mean that it
competes not only within the agricultural sector, but also with secondary and tertiary sector economic
activities. It has given rise to a displacement of workers from urban employment to agriculture, as the
next section will discuss.

Employment Structure and Economic Change
The urban growth that has characterized Zapotlán el Grande since the 1980s has favored an economy
centered on business and services. Although agriculture has been one of the main activities in the
Valley, a large part of the economically active population has been employed in the tertiary sector. The
transformations in agricultural activity of the last ten years have changed this situation. Although the
growth of industrial export agriculture can best be understood in the results of the 2020 Population
and Housing Census, data from the 2015 Intercensal survey already show changes in the occupational
distribution. In 2010 the rate of economic participation in the Zapotlán Valley was 56%; in Gómez Farías
it was 49% and in Zapotlán el Grande it was 57%. In 2015 the rate dropped to 54%; although in Gómez
Farías it increased by one percentage point, in Zapotlán el Grande it decreased by two percentage
points. Men have the highest participation rate, 70% in both municipalities. The highest rate for women
is in Zapotlán el Grande, where it was 41% in 2015. The rate is lower in Gómez Farías, though it is
important to note that it increased by five percentage points from 2010 to 2015, while the rate for men
fell by three percentage points in the same period.
Apart from the slight decline from 2010 to 2015 in the economic participation rate, the important
change is found in the distribution of the employed population. In both of the municipalities under study
there was an increase in the number of workers employed in the primary sector. In Gómez Farías the
increase was almost 10 percentage points, with a decline in the other sectors. In Zapotlán el Grande
there was an increase in the secondary as well as the primary sector. However, the secondary sector
increased by only one percentage point, while the primary sector increased by three percentage points.
Employment in the tertiary sector decreased, mainly in services.
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Source: Authors’ elaboration based on data from the 2010 Census of Population and Housing and the 2015 Intercensal Survey,
INEGI.

1 It includes: agriculture, livestock, forestry, fishing, and hunting.
2 It includes: mining, oil and gas extraction, manufacturing, electricity, water, and construction.
3 It includes: transportation, government, and other services.
Source: Authors’ elaboration based on data from the 2010 Census of Population and Housing and the 2015 Intercensal Survey,
INEGI.

In the economic participation by occupational category there was also an increase in the number of
agricultural workers, by 91% in Gómez Farías and 30% in Zapotlán el Grande.
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1 Corresponds to the first level of categories in
the Clasificación Única de Ocupaciones (CUO,
2010).
2 Corresponds to the categories in the Sistema
Nacional de Clasificación de Ocupaciones
(SINCO, 2011)
3 For 2010 and 2015 includes: civil servants,
directors and supervisors, professionals
and skilled workers, and support staff in
administrative activities.
4 For 2010 includes: mechanics, industrial
and artisanal workers, industrial machine
operators, assemblers, and drivers. For 2015
includes: artisanal workers, industrial machine
operators, assemblers, and drivers.
5 For 2010 includes: merchants, store clerks,
and sales personnel, personal services
workers, security and armed forces, and
laborers and support workers.
Source: Authors’ elaboration based on data
from the 2010 Census of Population and
Housing and the 2015 Intercensal Survey,
INEGI.

These data show that a greater rate of participation in the agricultural sector is related to a greater
supply of jobs in the sector. The growth in cultivation of berries and avocados has created new jobs,
especially berries, which require a large number of workers in the high season. The increase in workers
employed in this sector is also related to higher wages, formal contracts, and job benefits that are not
found in the secondary and tertiary sectors, as described in the following case study:
Montse is a 19-year-old university student who began working in the berry fields when she was 13
years old and berries had just begun to be grown in the region. Since then she has worked in the
fields as a casual laborer. She recognizes that work in the fields is very strenuous, and she has
looked for jobs outside of agriculture. However, the possibilities she has found have come with
lower wages, longer days, and no benefits. For a short time she worked in a shoe store in Ciudad
Guzmán at a wage of $130 pesos for a workday from 10 a.m. to 2 p.m. and 4 to 9 p.m. When she
worked in the fields her wages varied between $200 and $300 pesos a day. The workday in the
fields begins around 7 a.m. and ends between 3 and 4 p.m. when it is not harvest season. For this
reason Montse keeps returning to the berry fields as a strategy to contribute to the household and
to pay for her studies. (Case study compiled by Elisa Martínez.)

This account explains the reduced participation in the industrial sector, which had offered better
benefits and working conditions than agricultural work (Escobar, Martin, and Stabridis, 2019). Among
the benefits offered by the berry companies is social security. The possibility of receiving this benefit
may be one of the factors behind increased labor participation in the fields. One of the prominent
advantages of this benefit is access to health services.
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Social Security and Health Services
There are 17 health centers in the Zapotlán Valley: 14 in Zapotlán el Grande and three in Gómez Farías
(IIEG 2019a and 2019b). The former is home to the regional hospital of the Secretariat of Health and
a clinic of the Mexican Social Security Institute (Instituto Mexicano del Seguro Social, IMSS) that
also provides care on a regional level. According to data from the Jalisco Statistical and Geographic
Information Institute (Instituto de Información Estadística y Geografía de Jalisco, IIEG, 2019a and
2019b), affiliation with IMSS in the Zapotlán Valley has increased in recent years.21 In December 2019,
Zapotlán el Grande was the southern Jalisco municipality with the largest number of workers enrolled
in IMSS: 56%. Gómez Farías was sixth, with 2% (Table 15).

Source: 2019 municipal analyses for southern Jalisco, Instituto de Información Estadística y Geografía de Jalisco, with data
from IMSS (IIEG, 2019a and 2019b).

In 2015, 55% of the Valley’s enrolees in health services were affiliated with IMSS, followed by 36% in
21

The IIEG (2019a and 2019b) considers southern Jalisco to include the municipalities of Gómez Farias, Jilotlán de Dolores,
Pihuamo, San Gabriel, Tamazula de Gordiano, Tecalitlán, Tolimán, Tonila, Tuxpan, Zapotiltic, Zapotitlán de Vadillo, and Zapotlán el
Grande. By this definition the Sayula basin is not included.
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Seguro Popular.22 The majority in Zapotlán el Grande were affiliated with IMSS, but in Gómez Farías
there were more affiliated with Seguro Popular.

Sum of the percentages may exceed 100% because people may be affiliated with more than one institution.
Source: Authors’ elaboration with data from the 2015 Intercensal Survey, INEGI.
1

In general, the number of persons enrolled in health services increased from 2000 to 2015. In Zapotlán
el Grande it went from 46,243 to 91,749 enrollees, growing an average of 26% every five years, and in
Gómez Farías it increased from 3,830 to 14,278 with an average growth of 50%.
In Zapotlán el Grande the greatest population increase was from 2010 to 2015, which saw a
growth of 30%, coinciding with the beginning of industrial export agriculture in the Valley. The largest
increase in Gómez Farías was a growth of 65% from 2005 to 2010. Here, given the later development
of export agriculture and the greater percentage of affiliates in Seguro Popular, we can infer that the
growth was an increase in the number of people enrolled in that program.
Enrollment in health services doubled in the Valley from 2000 to 2015. IMSS had the largest
number of affiliates, and Seguro Popular had the greatest growth. In 2015 there were 57,528 people
from the Valley enrolled in IMSS, 22% more than in 2005. Data from IIEG (2019a and 2019b) show that
the number of enrollees in IMSS continued to increase after 2015. This latter increase is mainly a result
of the formalization of employment in the agricultural sector, whose workers affiliated with IMSS have
increased since 2012.
22
Seguro Popular was a government social initiative to provide access to health care that was piloted in 2001 and in 2004 became Seguro Popular, or Sistema para Protección Social en Salud. With the change in presidential administration on 1 December 2018,
existing social programs were replaced by others that have been implemented without clear regulations and with an emphasis on direct
monetary transfers. Seguro Popular was replaced on 1 January 2020 by the Instituto de Salud para el Bienestar (INSABI). Although
various studies pointed to the deficiencies in Seguro Popular (Escobar and González de la Rocha, in press), INSABI was initiated
without clear guidelines and with numerous problems in coverage and health services.
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Seguro Popular began as a pilot program in 2001, so there are no data for this program for the year 2000. The figure for 2010
includes the Sistema de Protección Social en Salud (SPSS), coordinated by the Secretary of Health (SSA).
2
Includes the state government social security institutions and other types of public and private health care institutions.
3
The sum of enrollments in different institutions may be greater than the total enrolled population because individuals may
receive services in more than one institution.
Source: Authors’ elaboration with data from the 2000 General Census of Population and Housing, 2005 Population and Housing
Count, 2010 Census of Population and Housing, and 2015 Intercensal Survey, INEGI.
1

Source: Authors’ elaboration with data from the 2000 General Census of Population and Housing, 2005 Population and Housing
Count, 2010 Census of Population and Housing, and 2015 Intercensal Survey, INEGI.
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Source: 2019 municipal analyses for southern Jalisco, Instituto de Información Estadística y Geografía de Jalisco, with data
from IMSS (IIEG, 2019a and 2019b).

In Gómez Farías the enrollment of agricultural workers began to increase in 2015. By 2019, agriculture
was the occupation with the second-highest rate of enrollment in IMSS. The highest rate was in activities
related to food processing that could be linked to agriculture, such as packing or fruit processing. In
other occupational groups the number of enrollees remained constant, and there were even occupations
where the number declined, such as the wood and cork products industry (except furniture), mining and
processing of coal, minerals, and graphite, and forestry.

Source: 2019 municipal analyses for southern Jalisco, Instituto de Información Estadística y Geografía de Jalisco, with data
from IMSS (IIEG, 2019a and 2019b).
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In Zapotlán el Grande there was also an increase of 250% in the number of agricultural workers enrolled
in social security, an increase so large that in 2019 they became the largest group of workers affiliated
with IMSS: 42% of the total. The number of affiliates working in public administration and in social
security services remained the same.

Source: 2019 municipal analyses for southern Jalisco, Instituto de Información Estadística y Geografía de Jalisco, with data
from IMSS (IIEG, 2019a and 2019b).
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The increase in the number of agricultural workers and the number of enrollments in social security
are changes that we attribute to the development of the berry export industry. Our fieldwork shows that
formal hiring is a constant in the berry fields, an important milestone that is reflected in the number
of workers in this sector. However the growth in enrollment brings with it the need to provide better
information and health services. In the testimonies collected in fieldwork, workers said they did not
use IMSS health services because they did not know what it covered or how to use it. Asked in an
interview if he had social security, one worker responded: “Supposedly, they tell us we do, but I don’t
know what’s up with that.... They ask us for our social security number, we give them all our papers, but
that’s it (Interview with Jesús, 2 August 2020). Some families, in spite of having social security, prefer
to use Seguro Popular23 or the private doctor’s offices located in pharmacies. Their main complaint is
that the service in IMSS clinics is slow and inefficient, and waiting their turn means missing a day of
work. One supervisor, whose responsibilities include taking workers to the doctor when they are sick or
have an accident, comments that the care at IMSS is “bad” because it is very slow. With this view, many
workers only go to the social security clinic when they have a serious illness or accident. However, they
increasingly emphasize its importance, as one worker who has enrolled her mother, her son, and her
husband comments:
I tell [my husband]: “If I leave my job, that would be the end of insurance for my mom, that would
be the end for the child, that would be the end for me and for you.” I told him, “You’d then be
without any insurance. What would we do? In an emergency?” A cold, that’s less serious, but a
more serious illness, well yes. He tells me, “Don’t work anymore,” and now that he got sick, I tell
him “You see! I didn’t work.” (Interview with Edith, 10 February 2019).

Workers also use this health benefit when they get pregnant, not only for prenatal care and childbirth,
but also so they can get maternity leave. The increase in worker enrollment is clearly an extremely
important change in agricultural labor. However, it is necessary to highlight the need to increase the
capacity of clinics and hospitals in order to serve the population. Employers also need to provide
workers with more information about the procedures and coverage available. Workers know they have
access to health services, but very few know that social security also provides a pension, housing,
and childcare benefits. Effective access to these services means going beyond the forms and social
security numbers; it is fundamental to workers’ social welfare.

23

The Seguro Popular program still existed during the first period of fieldwork.
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Industrial Export Agriculture, Poverty, and Social Welfare

In the Zapotlan Valley, industrial export agriculture is characterized by formal contracts and benefits.
This is not only an important change in agricultural labor, but also one for the analysis of the social
conditions of the region. A lack of access to social security is one of the indicators of a gap in social
support (rezago social), according to the National Council for Evaluation of Social Development Policy
(Consejo Nacional de Evaluación de la Política del Desarrollo Social, CONEVAL), and access to health
services and social security are one of CONEVAL’s indicators for measuring multidimensional poverty.
The indicators for its general social deprivation index24 include school attendance, housing conditions,
and enrollment in social security. In 2010-2015, deprivations decreased in the municipalities of the
Valley. The greatest declines were reflected in the percentage of persons without social security and
the number of households without electricity or running water. In Zapotlán el Grande the number of
households without plumbing declined by 72%. The decline in the number of persons without access
to health was also significant: it fell from 28% to 11% in Gómez Farías and from 28% to 13% in Zapotlán
el Grande.
Indicators related to education showed less of a reduction. However, they are still important,
because they show a clear decline in the population 15 years of age or older that cannot read or write
or that has not finished junior high school, and in the population 6-14 years of age not attending school.
This decline is the result of various factors, among them access to schools at different levels. The
Zapotlán Valley has educational institutions ranging from primary schools to universities. According
to the IIEG, Zapotlán el Grande has 94 schools and Gómez Farías has 20 (2019a and 2019b).25 The
highest illiteracy rates are found in people aged 65 and older; illiteracy has decreased less in this age
group than in the rest, especially in Gómez Farías. The groups with the lowest illiteracy rates are 15-24
and 25-34 years of age.
It should be emphasized that in 2000 and 2010 the illiteracy rate in Gómez Farías was higher
among women, but in 2015 it was higher among men, in all age groups, but especially aged 15-24 years.
These figures attest to the narrowing of the gender gap in education, the result of greater access to
education and a transformation in traditional gender roles that limited women to the domestic sphere.
The development of social policy to keep women and girls in school by providing gender-specific support
has also played an important role in closing the gender gap (González de la Rocha and Escobar, 2016).
In Zapotlán el Grande, however, the highest illiteracy rates are among women. In 2010, women had
greater illiteracy only in the 45-54 and 55-64 age groups. In 2015, women in all age groups except 25-34
have greater illiteracy than men.
24
25

See Appendix E.

These figures include only places with more than 2500 inhabitants.
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Source: 12th General Census of Population and Housing, 2000; Census of Population and Housing, 2010; 2015 Intercensal
Survey, INEGI.

Source: 12th General Census of Population and Housing, 2000; Census of Population and Housing, 2010; 2015 Intercensal
Survey, INEGI.

The average educational level of the population aged 15 and older has also increased. In the period
from 2010 to 2015, it rose in Gómez Farías from 5.7 to 7.8 years and in Zapotlán el Grande from 8.2 to
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9.9 years. This increase helps to explain the decline in the factor of education in the measurement of
general social deprivation in social support. There are various contributing factors, the most important
of which are access to educational institutions, financial support for staying in school, and the social
transformations that place a higher value on education. The decrease in recent decades in the use
of child labor has also played an important role, particularly in rural areas where household survival
depends on family labor. One of the policies implemented by the berry companies has been the
eradication of child labor. Although this policy creates challenges for households and women workers
(González de la Rocha and Martínez, in press), it is clearly a factor that contributes to children and
adolescents staying in school.
The multidimensional poverty indicators of deprivations also show decreases in the period
from 2010 to 2015.26 The most important decrease in Gómez Farías is in extreme poverty, in the most
vulnerable population. Moderate poverty, however, showed an increase of almost two percentage
points, and although the population vulnerable to deprivations fell by 20%, those with income poverty
increased by 5.7 percentage points. It is worth noting the overall decrease in gaps and in gaps in
social services, but the population earning below the poverty line increased by 6%. There is also a
clear decline in the indicators of deprivations. Those with the greatest decreases are food and access
to health services, while those with the smallest decreases are education and the quality and size of
housing.

Source: Authors’ elaboration based on a dynamic search of results from the 2010 and 2015 Municipal-Level Assessment of
Poverty, CONEVAL, 2017.

26

See Appendixes F and G.
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In Zapotlán el Grande there was also a decrease in extreme poverty and deprivations. Moderate poverty
increased by 1.3 percentage points and income poverty by 4.3 percentage points. Overall gaps declined,
except for access to basic household services, which showed a slight increase. The population with at
least one gap in social support decreased by 10% and those with at least three gaps decreased by 45%.
Lack of social security showed the most significant decline in percentage points. The improvement in
indicators for access to social security, health care, and food is an important sign of social welfare in the
region. Although there are various factors that affect the decline in deprivations and multidimensional
poverty, among them growing urbanization and a national increase in social security coverage, it is
possible to conclude that industrial export agriculture, with its practice of formal contracts, benefits
required by law, and above-minimum wages also have an effect.
These factors have clearly contributed to the reductions in deprivations, but at the same time
they demonstrate the need to create more infrastructure and services for the population that comes
to work in the fields of southern Jalisco. Among these needs is decent housing for workers coming
from other states. Employers provide temporary housing for workers who come for the harvest, but
various interviewees have described problems of crowding and hygiene that describe an urgent
need to improve the conditions there. It is also necessary to establish a dialogue among companies,
government, and communities to address the challenges posed by the growth of this new economic
activity. The transformations and problems are part of the social change that has been generated by
the expansion and development of industrial export agriculture in the region.
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Conclusions
This report has presented an analysis of the major social, demographic, and economic indicators in
recent decades in the Zapotlán Valley. The changes found have come in response to various factors,
among them the transformation in agricultural activity. In the last ten years the Zapotlán Valley has gone
from being a region producing corn to one dedicated to the cultivation of high added-value produce for
export. The economic and social transformations unleashed by this agricultural activity have turned it
into a project that has organized the area into a microregion. This project is developing in a geographic
area that for several decades has been experiencing a growing process of urbanization and of economic
and commercial development. These characteristics are precisely what allows the flourishing of
industrial export agriculture. The space can supply the needs for products and services demanded by
this new agricultural activity, which has generated important changes in the socioeconomic structure
of the region. The most obvious of these changes is its population growth: not only has the population
increased in recent decades, but the greatest growth in the municipalities of the Zapotlán Valley in the
last ten years has been in economically active age groups.
The growth in the economically active population is related to the phenomenon of migration.
It is here that the labor market for the cultivation of berries and avocados is relevant. This is a region
where employment options were limited to traditional crops or to the industries surrounding the Valley,
to such an extent that migration to the U.S. became one of its major sources of household income.
The expansion of berry cultivation has generated a new employment niche not only for people from
the region, but also for those coming from other states. It is in this sense that agricultural activity has
affected migration and the increase in the economically productive population. People who traditionally
would have left for the U.S. now have an option in the region. In addition, large numbers of workers
arrive at harvest time to work in the berry greenhouses.
The demographic dynamics of the Zapotlán Valley are part of the change in agricultural activity
and the structure of employment. The urbanization process in recent years has concentrated the
participation of the economically active population into sectors like business and industry, and since
the development of industrial export agriculture there has been an increase in this participation. In
the past ten years, the traditional agricultural model of the Valley, which produced sorghum, corn, and
sugar cane, moved to the production of berries and avocados. This has increased the volume and
value of agricultural production, even though there has been little change in the area planted. The
relationship between the area planted and the value of the product is a reflection of the change in crops
and the technological development of the fields. Labor demand has also increased: in recent years the
population employed in the secondary and tertiary sectors has moved to the primary sector. Although
in the municipality of Zapotlán el Grande a large part of the population is still in the tertiary sector, the
increase in the number of workers in agricultural activities is clear. This transition is the result, in part,
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of the working conditions offered by these companies: work with these new crops offers better wages
and working conditions than those in traditional agriculture or even industry.
These factors have led to reductions in deprivations and in various dimensions of poverty.
For example, the elimination of child labor may be contributing to increased educational levels and a
reduction in the economic activity of 12- to 19-year-olds. High school and college curricula have also
been diversified to adapt to the new demands of this labor market. There has also been an increase
in social security enrollment. From 2000 to 2015 the largest number of affiliations were with Seguro
Popular and IMSS, and the number of enrollments has steadily increased. Zapotlán el Grande has the
greatest participation in social security of any municipality in the region, with just over 50% of workers
enrolled. The largest part of the increase in IMSS enrollments has come from the agricultural sector.
Access to social security and health services is one of the factors in measuring a gap in social
support. In the Zapotlán Valley, the population lacking social security has declined, and access to
social security is the factor where this gap has been reduced the most. In this change lies the regional
importance of formalizing agricultural labor and of the policies of social responsibility. However, as we
have argued, it is essential to study the effectiveness of access to health services. Along the same lines,
the improvement in the working conditions of agricultural workers and making their employment less
seasonal has allowed migrant workers and their families to settle for periods of time or permanently in
the Zapotlán Valley. For families coming from states with higher poverty levels, this migration represents
an opportunity to increase their household income and improve their standard of living. However, these
changes are accompanied by important challenges in the provision of services and the development of
infrastructure. There are particularly clear needs in housing and in effective access to health care, and
these issues should be more fully examined. The impact of the agricultural sector on the economy, the
population, urban development, and regional politics shows how the cultivation of berries and avocados
has increasingly become fundamental to the geographical organization of the region.
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APPENDIX

Source: Authors’ elaboration using data from the municipal hydrological specifications for Gómez Farías and Zapotlán el Grande,
Comisión Estatal del Agua de Jalisco, 2015.

Source: Authors’ elaboration using data from the municipal hydrological specifications for Gómez Farías and Zapotlán el Grande,
Comisión Estatal del Agua de Jalisco, 2015.
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* The value of production is expressed in real values, based on 2018 pesos, according to the National Consumer Price Index.
Source: Authors’ elaboration with data for 2019 from the Agriculture and Fishery Information Service (SIAP), from SIACON.
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* The value of production is expressed in real values, based on 2018 pesos, according to the National Consumer Price Index.
Source: Authors’ elaboration with data for 2019 from the Agriculture and Fishery Information Service (SIAP), from SIACON.
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Source: Authors’ elaboration based on 2015 national, state, and municipal data for the índice de rezago social, CONEVAL.
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Source: Authors’ elaboration based on a dynamic search of results from the 2010 and 2015 Municipal-Level Assessment of Poverty,
CONEVAL, 2017.
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Source: Authors’ elaboration based on a dynamic search of results from the 2010 and 2015 Municipal-Level Assessment of Poverty,
CONEVAL, 2017.
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